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This study investigated the extent of engaging the traditional leaders in the management of the 
municipality with regard to the municipality’s equitable service provision motive. In the study, a 
qualitative study was adopted and exploratory design was applied to find solutions to the problems 
of the study. Municipal employees were selected using a purposive sampling method and data 
collected using online interviews. Data were analysed using Atlas-ti software (version 8.2). Results 
revealed that traditional leaders are the most revered people by the residents and could be engaged 
adequately by the municipal employees to assist in the management of service provision. 
Municipal employees further confirm that traditional leaders facilitate social cohesion by 
representing the municipality at the local context and could sufficiently handle the service 
provision issues. All participants affirm that municipal management could be enhanced by 
embarking on adequate collaboration by both municipal employees, as well as the traditional 
leaders who do understand the fundamental problems and challenges facing the local residents. 
The study recommends that the local municipal management should strategically engage the 
traditional leaders and specify their tasks in order to enhance the service provision motive of the 
municipalities as stated in the constitution of South Africa. 
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The collaboration of municipal employees and other stakeholders in the local municipalities such 
as the traditional leaders could enhance municipal governance and service provision. Traditional 
leadership refers to an institution of governance in a particular place, based on the application of 
customary law (Eberbach et al., 2017), and this was developed over many hundreds of years, 
especially in Africa, and has served the people of Africa through wars, periods of slavery, famine, 
freedom struggles, economic and political reforms, and during the colonial and apartheid periods 
(Ntsebeza, 2005). Traditional leadership in Africa is a form of indirect leadership and the practice 
is still distinctly legitimate in some postcolonial African nations. It is truthful to assume that the 
positions and duties of traditional leadership in promoting sound and equitable governance in 
South Africa has been quite vague and underrated (Mawere & Mayekiso, 2014). Despite the 
promotional gestures to elevate the position of traditional leadership in some provinces in South 
Africa, such as the House for Traditional Leaders (HTL), their position, roles and duties are still 
questionable. Some dignitaries view them as unproductive, corrupt, undemocratic and oppressive 
(Ntsebeza, 2005). This is quite detrimental for traditional leadership in the South African context 
as many individuals accuse their collaboration with the government as only for selfish gains. 
Cele (2013) affirms that traditional leaders are persons who represent their constituencies within 
the local municipal sphere. In this regard, traditional leaders take decisions on behalf of the people 
they represent, also they ensure that the interest of the people is equitably represented. Councillors 
serve as a link between the people they serve and the municipalities. Mawere and Mayekiso (2014) 
affirm that there is a need to institute traditional leadership in the governance of the state due to 
the influence it has at the grass-root level. Consistent with this, D’Engelbronner et al. (1998) aver 
that traditional leadership is based on the belief in consecration, which has been long established; 
also, it depicts the legitimacy of those who are chosen to rule by said traditions. Oomen (2005) 
opines that traditional leadership is an authority from God, and also adds that without it Africans 
would not be united as a community. Traditional leadership has been given the divine authority to 
guide their communities against unorthodox blockades aimed at destroying African nations.  
Due to low performances of local municipalities in South Africa which result in poor service 
provision to the residents, this study was motivated to investigate how traditional leadership would 
contribute to achieving sound municipal governance. In this regard, this study investigates the 
roles of traditional leaders in enhancing municipal governance, the challenges of involving 
traditional leaders in mainstream municipal governance, and recommendations to enhance the 
engagement of traditional leaders in municipal management in South Africa. 
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
THE CONCEPT OF TRADITIONAL LEADERSHIP 
Traditional leadership represents a local authority responsible for guiding their subjects and 
maintaining the safety of their localities. In the view of Hammar (2005), local or national 
authorities can co-exist with traditional leadership because their subjects depend on them in order 
to combat crime or implement new laws. In this opinion, traditional leaders rule, govern and protect 
their subjects based on the principles of tradition (Ntsebeza, 2003).  
The concepts of traditional leadership depict how powerful the influence of traditional leaders can 
be over their subjects, also, the extent of their authority. Traditional leaders have legitimacy as 
they ensure lawfulness within the area they govern, also during the colonial period; the British 
embraced the policy of indirect rule, which shows that the British wanted to govern others through 
traditional leadership (Ntsebeza, 2006). The reason for adopting this strategy was to find ways of 
ruling indigenous people without upsetting traditional hierarchies and therefore effecting such rule 
with minimal rebellion. However, this was successful in many parts of Africa as the British 
collaborated with traditional leaders and made them a link between the British and the people.  
According to the studies of Ntsebeza (2003) and Khunou (2009), traditional leadership is regarded 
as the oldest method of societal organisation that is based on the developmental needs of 
communities, culture development and the preservation of customs and values of African 
communities. George and Binza (2011) avow that traditional leaders had authority and power over 
their subjects before colonial rule. This is possible by instituting sectional (village) chiefs and 
delegating authority to them to perform certain duties on behalf of the traditional leaders. In South 
Africa, traditional leaders from the Tswana area are known as the Kgosi, Inkosi; in Zulu, Kumkani; 
in Xhosa; and Kgoshi in Pedi. These leaders control the activities and other functions in their 
communities such as political functions (sharing of resources among the ruling class), safety and 
security, as well as governance and development. Traditional leaders also control the economic 
activities in their areas such as the distribution of land to their subjects and the collection of 
community taxes. Communal and individual conflicts are managed by traditional leaders and they 
also take care of the health sector, cultural functions (sacred and spiritual), customs and traditions, 
as well as any other relevant matters (Ntsebeza 2003). Ntsebeza (2003) affirms that a traditional 
leader is a symbol of unity, a religious leader, a custodian of the culture, the values of the people, 
and the people’s guard and judge. Traditional leaders ensure that law and order are kept and create 
a good standard for traditional governance. This assertion is supported by Tooke (as cited in 
Ntsebeza, 2003) who confirms that a traditional leader is viewed as the most influential member 
of a community and the embodiment of all attitudes.  
ROLES OF TRADITIONAL LEADERSHIP IN SOUTH AFRICA 
After the dawn of new democracy in South Africa in 1994, the government established a 
framework to guide the roles of traditional leadership. This act is known as the Traditional 
Leadership and Governance Framework Act (41 of 2003), which was promulgated to regulate 
traditional related issues in South Africa (Maloka, 1995; Thornhill, 1995). This Act is also meant 
to foster collaboration between traditional leaders and other government departments such as the 
Department of Home Affairs, the Department of Arts and Culture, the Department of 
Environmental Affairs and Tourism, and the Department of Justice, Health, Land and Housing in 
order to bring democracy right down to grass-root level. 
In Sections 19 and 20(1) of the Traditional Leadership and Governance Framework Act ( 41 of 
2003), a specification was made on the roles of traditional leaders in order to be effective in 
promoting leadership. This is also in alignment with the roles specified by the White Paper for 
Traditional Leadership and Governance 2003 (WPTLG). Traditional leaders are entrusted with 
responsibilities such as promoting arts and culture, promoting environmental activities and 
tourism, government communication and information service, health services, home affairs, 
housing and the promotion of justice amongst citizens. The roles of traditional leaders are 
expounded subsequently: 
Promotion of Arts and culture — It is stated in the White Paper for Traditional Leadership and 
Governance 2003 (WPTLG) that traditional leaders should promote matters related to arts and 
culture in the various provinces of South Africa. More so, this act supports traditional leaders to 
contribute towards the promotion of indigenous knowledge systems, traditional music, and 
promoting cultural heritage preservation and history. Additional functions of traditional leaders 
in the promotion of arts and culture are as follows: 
 Facilitating arts and cultural programmes in communities. 
 Assists in reclaiming human dignity by collaborating with the Department of Arts and culture 
to supporting cultural heritage. 
 Helps to protect and preserve indigenous knowledge systems in rural communities. 
 Declares new institutions to restore abandoned cultures and histories. 
Promotion of environmental affairs and tourism — Traditional leaders are expected to 
collaborate with the Department of Environmental Affairs and Tourism to promote environmental 
issues, as well as tourism. Additional roles of traditional leaders in enhancing environmental affairs 
and tourism are: 
 Enhancing the growth of tourism by encouraging community members’ participation, 
thereby increasing the chances of job opportunities.  
 Enhancing collaboration with the Department of Environmental Affair on educating 
community members on practices that are safe and promoting environmental-friendly 
practices. 
 Facilitating leadership information needed to maintain environmental governance. 
 Assisting in the management of coastal zones which falls within their jurisdiction.  
Closing the communication gap between government and citizens — Traditional leaders 
facilitate dissemination of information between government and local residents. The White Paper 
for Traditional Leadership and Governance 2003 states that traditional leaders should provide 
governance at grass-root level by making the decisions of government such as new policies, laws, 
and etcetera, known to people in rural communities. Traditional leaders should also work 
collaboratively with other organs of government, such as the Government Communication and 
Information Service (GCIS) and the Information Officers and Community Development Workers 
(CDWs) in order to make available important information to citizens. 
Facilitating health services at grass-root level — Facilitating the well-being of citizens is one of 
the main responsibilities of traditional leaders who are required to provide advice to their subjects 
on health issues, as well as preserving cultural and/or traditional methods such as rituals and 
initiations. Traditional leaders are responsible to collaborate with the Department of Health in the 
creation of awareness on the Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) and Acquired Immune 
Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS), tuberculosis and other deadly diseases so that their subjects will be 
safe in their environment. Traditional leaders are also to ensure that other traditional methods of 
healing are promoted whilst their cultural heritage is held in high esteem.  
Assisting in the registration of births — Traditional leaders assist in the registration of births by 
collaborating with the Department of Home Affairs. They also assist in the issuance of marriage 
certificates, customary marriages, death certificates and other related certificates within their 
jurisdiction. Despite the fact that some of the rights of the issuance of some certificates were 
withdrawn from traditional leaders, they still have some rights to issue birth documents to citizens, 
though citizens may lack proper knowledge about that.  
Provision of housing to residents — Traditional leaders allocate land and collaborate with the 
government on the provision of housing for the poor, and also resolve the problems of 
unemployment. This serves as a key in facilitating poverty alleviation in rural communities. 
Traditional leaders are entrusted with the powers to ensure the rapid delivery of Reconstruction and 
Development Programme (RDP) houses and to oversee construction to ensure that the houses will 
be of a good quality that will stand the test of time. 
Promotion of land administration and agriculture — According to the White Paper for 
Traditional Leadership and Governance 2003 (WPTLG), traditional leaders are expected to 
promote the administration of land and agriculture. This is done by promoting the justifiable use of 
land by advising the government on matters related to the improvement of agriculture. Traditional 
leaders promote the preservation of wildlife to encourage tourism and also manage land with 
regard to its allocation to residents for domestic and agricultural purposes.  
Facilitating justice amongst residents — Traditional leaders are entitled to facilitate justice and 
protect the national Acts and the Constitution of South Africa. They are also entitled to settle tribal 
disputes amongst residents through customary courts before it is transferred to local and provincial 
courts for further trials. Traditional leaders can also serve and act as a Commissioner of Oath as a 
service requirement to community members.  
Ensuring safety and security — The White Paper on Traditional Leadership and Governance 
2003 (WPTLG) states that the duty of traditional leaders includes the promotion of safety and 
security within local communities. The provision of safety includes community policing and the 
development of measures to reduce theft, robbery, and conflicts, and also to promote peace and 
unity amongst the youth in the community. Traditional leaders are expected to collaborate with 
the National Youth Development Agency (NYDA) to fight corruption and crime.  
Facilitating social development — The WPTLG lastly states that traditional leaders ought to 
facilitate the accessibility of welfare services to residents in rural communities. They should also 
promote the protection of life and ensure that the young, the disabled, and the elderly receive all 
the dividends of democracy such as pensions and social grants. Traditional leaders should always 
be ready to render assistance to the needy in a community and to foster social development, such 
as developing social relationships and the development of welfare programmes.  
The discussion above presented the duties and roles of traditional leaders in promoting economic 
development in the rural communities of South Africa. It was observed that traditional leaders 
facilitate development amongst their subjects and help to close the gap between residents and the 
municipalities. In this regard, municipal employees could facilitate governance through the 
collaboration with the traditional leaders who hold power from the grass-root level. 
SHORTCOMINGS IN ENHANCING TRADITIONAL LEADERS IN MUNICIPAL 
GOVERNANCE 
The study of Eberbach et al. (2017) pinpoint that traditional leadership has to be recognised, 
empowered and provided with an enabling environment for discharging their duties equitably. In 
this regards, traditional leaders are required to understand the environment they operate in and the 
cultural realities of residents functioning under their authority. According to Eberbach et al. 
(2017), possible reasons for the failure of traditional authorities can be: 
 Traditional leaders are not always informed about the process of development and they do not 
know how to engage in it. 
 Municipal councils do not provide an enabling environment to enable traditional leaders to 
function effectively. 
 Most traditional leaders are not educated, thus, lack of formal training to understand the 
complex processes of development. 
 Municipal councils look down on traditional leaders as it is incorrectly thought that they only 
focus on the cultural heritage of their people and not on developmental issues. 
 There are inadequate resources for development which cripple attempts by traditional leaders 
to be involved in developmental issues.  
According to Cele (2013), traditional leaders have been quite instrumental in bringing the grass-
root governance to the people. Also, they are known for their peace-making, management of 
communal resources and bridging the gap between the municipal government and the local 
communities.  Despite their outstanding participation in societal governance, there have been 
issues raised by traditional leaders in South Africa on the vagueness of their roles with regard to 
participatory leadership in municipal governance.  Cele (2013) maintains that traditional leaders 
are well-recognised in the constitution, as well as formal legislation but t no clarification and 
boundaries was specified on the roles of traditional leaders in municipal governance. The inability 
to state clearly the outstanding roles of the traditional leaders has brought confusions and also 
weakened democracy in the rural areas. More so, residents who do find themselves in the dual 
systems of authority find it difficult to distinguish between hereditary chiefs and elected local 
government officials.  
Since the democratically elected government in1994, it has been a controversial issue in the 
municipal context to differentiate the outstanding roles of traditional leaders despite numerous 
legislation empowering them to be involved in mainstream governance. Residents, civil 
organisations, as well as political rivals have challenged the legitimacy of traditional leaders as it 
is believed to be inherited and undemocratic (Ray, 1996). However, the traditional leaders derive 
their sovereignty from pre-colonial roots and have served the society in so many ways including 
service provision. The co-existence of traditional leaders with the local authorities in governance 
has resulted in political cum conceptual issues which have not been adequately resolved. The South 
African constitution, National House of Traditional Leaders Bill (B56D-2008), National House of 
Traditional Leaders Act (10 of 1997), White Paper on Traditional Leadership and Governance (31 
of 2003), Municipal Systems Act (32 of 2000) provides the duties of traditional leaders but did not 
specify their boundaries and how they should collaborate with the democratically elected political 
officeholders. This has, however, led to confusions and/or controversies as the aforementioned 
Acts were promulgated in the entire country even the rural areas that are under the leadership of 
traditional leaders.   
In the pursuit to bring governance to the grass-root level, most traditional leaders in South Africa 
are not satisfied with their roles and political positions as their duties are being covered by that of 
the municipalities. The traditional leaders concur that the contents of Chapter 7 of South African 
constitution did not specify their duties to the citizenry as it specifies that of the municipalities. 
Therefore, it is believed that their duties are curtailed by the provisions of the constitution and as 
well afforded ex officio council observer status by the Constitution.  
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
This study explores the outstanding roles of traditional leaders in their quest to improve 
governance in the municipal context, the challenges encountered by the municipalities in involving 
traditional leaders in municipal governance, and recommendations to improve traditional 
leadership in municipal governance. A qualitative research approach was adopted in this study 
which helped to understand the problem of the study from its historical context. An exploratory 
research design was adopted. The participants of this study included 150 municipal employees, all 
selected through a purposive sampling method. Data was collected from the municipal executive 
employees using interviews as a source of inquiry on the social media platform. Data was analysed 
using atlas-ti software (version 8.4). In the process of data analysis, themes and categories were 
developed. Themes represented the main objectives of the study while categories represented the 
various responses from the study participants in each research objective. The categories were 
further discussed and corroborated with the literature review outcomes in order to find soluble 
solutions to the problem of the study. All ethical concepts applicable to this study such as informed 
consent to participate in the study, voluntary participation and exit, protection of interest, 
anonymity of responses, and protection against harm were adequately maintained. In the 
presentation phase, data was presented in graphs using Atlas-ti network diagram, also pseudo 
names were given to respondents in order to maintain the concept of anonymity. 
PRESENTATION AND DISCUSSION OF RESEARCH RESULTS 
After the interviews with the municipal employees, Atlas-ti software (Version 8.4) was used to 
arrange the responses according to themes and categories. The theme, in this case, refers to the 
question asked by the researcher while categories refer to the responses by the participants. Some 
of the excerpts from the participants were also presented to illustrate how they feel about the 
phenomenon studied. Their responses on the research themes are presented in Figure 1.  
Figure 1: Limitations of traditional leaders involving in municipal governance 
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According to Figure 1, the participants highlighted that the limitation of traditional leaders’ 
involvement in municipal governance include: the illiteracy of traditional leaders, traditional 
leaders are no municipal employees, traditional leaders have no voting powers, lack of traditional 
leaders administrative ingenuity, traditional leaders are not members of the council, vagueness of 
traditional leaders’ roles, and the inability to cooperate with the council workers to achieve 
effective governance. These categories of responses are elaborated below: 
Illiteracy of traditional leaders: The participants concurred that most traditional leaders are not 
educated which limits them from knowing how to manage emergencies or the judicial procedures. 
Participants further affirm that most traditional leaders are chosen by birth which limits them from 
acquiring formal education. Eberbach et al. (2017) further concur that most traditional leaders are 
not educated which limits them from active municipal governance. An excerpt from one of the 
participants include: 
“Traditional leaders do not understand the policies guiding municipal governance, they only know 
about their customs and traditions…most of them are not even educated and we cannot include 
them in mainstream governance” 
Traditional leaders are not municipal employees: Participants further pinpoint that traditional 
leaders are not municipal employees and cannot participate actively in municipal governance. 
They further confirm that traditional leaders represent their communities in the local house and 
not municipal employees, also do not receive a salary from the municipality. SALGA (2013) also 
affirm that traditional leaders are not municipal employees but representatives of various 
communities in a municipality. An excerpt from a participant include:  
“Traditional leaders are not municipal employees, we cannot include them in municipal 
governance” 
Traditional leaders have no voting right: During the course of the interview, participants 
concurred that traditional leaders are not municipal employees and do not have voting rights. Most 
participants agreed that traditional leaders should not be much integrated into municipal 
governance as they do not have voting rights in the municipality. In this direction, SALGA (2013) 
and Cele (2013) further pinpoint that the representation of traditional leaders are ceremonial and 
not to have voting rights. An excerpt from one of the participants is as follows: 
“Traditional leaders are not one of us, they are neither municipal workers nor members of the 
council and do not have voting rights” 
Lack of administrative ingenuity: Some participants highlighted that most traditional leaders are 
not educated and do lack the capacity to interpret the law and bye-laws guiding municipal 
governance. Cele (2013) and Eberbach et al. (2017) affirm that this factor is a big limitation to 
include the traditional leaders in mainstream governance. Joyce (2017) upholds that a leader 
should be a strategic thinker and possess the emotional intelligence to be successful. An excerpt 
from a participant include: 
“We cannot include traditional leaders in governance because they lack the ingenuity to interpret 
laws and constitution. They lack the capacity to handle cases due to ignorance.” 
Traditional leaders are not members of the council: The participants concurred that traditional 
leaders are not members of the ruling council and should not be involved in municipal governance. 
Participants also said that traditional leaders were not voted into power like the councillors and 
should not take part in active municipal governance. SALGA (2013) declare that traditional leaders 
are office holders in the traditional house and do not constitute members of the municipal council. 
Therefore, it justifies the opinion of the municipal council for excluding the traditional leaders in 
municipal governance. 
Vagueness of traditional leaders’ roles: Participants highlighted that various legislation such as 
South African constitution, National House of Traditional Leaders Bill (B56D-2008), National 
House of Traditional Leaders Act (10 of 1997), White Paper on Traditional Leadership and 
Governance (31 of 2003), Municipal Systems Act (32 of 2000) provides the duties of traditional 
leaders but fail to specify their boundaries and how they should collaborate with the democratically 
elected political officeholders. This has caused a lot of confusion in stipulating the actual duties of 
traditional leaders. An excerpt from a respondent is as follows: 
“Legislation guiding the conduct of the traditional leaders did not fully specify their roles and 
boundaries in collaboration with the municipal council, this is why we don’t include them in 
municipal governance” 
Inability to cooperate: Some participants confirmed that some traditional leaders lack the interest 
to participate in matters of the municipality and that is one of the reasons they are not included in 
municipal governance. They further pinpoint that traditional leaders are hesitant to compel their 
subjects to pay for their municipal services. Ntsebeza (2006) and Cele (2013) also highlighted that 
there is no cordial relationship between the municipal council and traditional leaders in bringing 
effective governance. An excerpt from a participant is as follows: 
“The traditional leaders only pursue matters that will enrich them such as selling of lands but lack 




CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
This study perused the limitations of engaging traditional leaders in mainstream municipal 
governance. This study was motivated due to poor performance of municipalities which result in 
poor service delivery and a lack of collaboration between municipal workers and the traditional 
leaders in municipal governance. Findings obtained from the participants revealed that municipal 
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employees do not actively involve traditional leaders in municipal governance. Despite the fact 
that traditional leaders are involved in promoting and facilitating arts and culture, environmental 
activities and tourism, government communication and information service, health services, home 
affairs, housing and the promotion of justice amongst citizens, it has been an uphill task to actively 
involve them in municipal in governance. The study disclosed participants’ agreement that most 
traditional leaders are not educated; do not have voting rights and do not constitute members of 
the council. Further findings depict that the traditional leaders’ roles were not stated clearly in the 
constitution and other legislation guiding the conducts of traditional leaders. The study concludes 
that traditional leaders are highly instrumental in achieving good governance and should be 
involved in municipal governance through a collaborative process with municipal employees. The 
collaboration of municipal employees and the traditional leaders may perhaps, enhance municipal 
governance and service provision. The assumed collaboration between the municipal employees 
and the traditional leaders would enable knowing the problems facing the residents from a grass-
root context, also the solutions to such issues. 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE STUDY 
 Traditional leaders should collaborate effectively with municipal workers to ensure that 
they will be involved in governance. 
 In the process of pursuing governance by the municipal employees, words such as “based 
on” should be avoided in their partnerships with the traditional leaders. 
 Traditional leaders must work together with the members of the local council.  
 Some clear duties such as the integrated development programmes must be assigned to the 
traditional leaders. 
 In order to enhance municipal governance, municipal employees should summon the 
traditional leaders within intervals on how to handle issues related to the municipality. 
 Municipal leaders must always inform traditional leaders about the process of development 
if they do not know how to engage in it. 
 Municipal councils should strive to provide an enabling environment to traditional leaders 
in order to enable them to function effectively. 
 Formal education or training should be introduced to traditional leaders to understand the 
complex processes of development. 
 Above all, resources should also be allocated to traditional leaders in order to be involved 
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